in Catholic teaching. 10 Though the Council fathers gave no instance in the Decree itself of what truths they had in mind or of their relative position in the hierarchy, it escaped no one's attention that in rejecting the idea of a separate schema on Mary, in making their Mariological affirmations in the concluding chapter on the Church, and in not hesitating to "profess the subordinate role of Mary," they were supplying a concrete example of truths that have to be judged in terms of this hierarchy.
Against such a background since the Council the modern Roman Catholic discussion of the virginal conception of Jesus has taken place. But there is another factor that has to be considered. Since it is usually thought that this is a matter of Catholic faith, one may wonder how there could be a discussion of it in recent times. No little reason, however, for the discussion comes precisely from the theological status of this notion within Roman Catholic teaching. Standard manuals on Mariology have normally assigned a theological note of at least de fide to the thesis of Mary's virginity ante partum. been debated ever since Humani generis in 1950, and to try to discuss its pros and cons here would distract from the purpose of this paper. But it has to be mentioned, since it too forms part of the background of the recent discussion of Mary's virginal conception.
THE RECENT ROMAN CATHOLIC BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSIONS
In the Protestant traditions of Christianity the virginal conception of Jesus has not been universally affirmed. One discerns, in fact, a threefold position: (1) an affirmative position, often expressed as the "Virgin Birth," and clung to as a historical fact as tenaciously as is the virginal conception in most Roman Catholic circles; 16 (2) a negative position, which questions it; 17 and (3) an agnostic position, which sees little relevance in it for Christian faith.
18 While some Roman Catholic Mariological tenets have constituted genuine problems in recent ecumenical Teaching Authority after the Council," Theological Investigations 9 (New York, 1972) 83-100. The question is further complicated by the recent discussions about the relationship of "dogma" to the "gospel" or the "word of God." See W. Kasper, Dogma unter dem Wort Gottes (Mainz, 1965) ; " Evangelium und Dogma," Catholica 19 (1965) 199-209 . Moreover, it should be recalled that Vatican II clearly stated, in a historic "first," that "the living teaching office [magisterium ] of the Church... is not above the word of God, but serves it" (Dei verbum, no. 10). The expression "word of God" has to be understood in the full sense in which it is used earlier in the Dogmatic Constitution, which, while it is not restricted to or identified with the written word of God, does not exclude that form of it. Hence for the first time the Council fathers admitted that the Scriptures stand over the magisterium in some sense {eidem ministrai; Acta apostolicae sedis 58 [1966] 822). Its privileged character as the inspired word of God is also something that the magisterium serves, "listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously, and explaining it faithfully by divine commission and with the help of the Holy Spirit" (ibid. History and Faith (London, 1943) . In such Protestant circles it is often feared that the denial of the virginal conception implies the denial of the divinity of Jesus Christ; or it is stoutly asserted as the touchstone of orthodoxy against rationalist criticism. J. Ratzinger (Introduction to Christianity [New York, 1970] p. 208) notes apropos of such a position that "according to the faith of the Church the Sonship of Jesus does not rest on the fact that Jesus had no human father; the doctrine of Jesus' divinity would not be affected if Jesus had been the product of a normal human marriage. For the Sonship of which faith speaks is not a biological but an ontological fact, an event not in time but in God's eternity; the conception of Jesus does not mean that a new God-the-Son comes into being, but that God as Son in the man Jesus draws the creature man to himself, so that he himself 4 is' man." 17 With varying nuances, T. Boslooper, The Virgin Birth (London, 1962) 21 for which the bishops of the Netherlands had written a foreword, and in which it was stated that Jesus was born wholly of grace, wholly of promise-"conceived of the Holy Spirit." He was the gift of God to mankind.
This the evangelists Matthew and Luke express when they proclaim that Jesus' birth was not due to the will of a man. They proclaim that this birth does not depend on what men can do of themselves-infinitely less so than in other human births. That is the deepest meaning of the article of faith, "born of the Virgin Mary".... Mankind has ultimately no one to thank but the Holy Spirit for the coming of this promised one. His origin is not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but from God: from the Most High. 23 It is worth noting that the usual criticism of the Dutch Catechism in this matter passes over a facile position that it assumed; for it blithely ascribes to "the evangelists Matthew and Luke" phrases that sound biblical but were never penned by either of them: "Jesus' birth was not due to the will of a man," or "His origin is not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but from God." Such phrases, biblical indeed, are derived from the Johannine prologue (Jn 1:13), from a passage that has its own problems (see further below, pp. 558-59).
caused a notable reaction, for nothing had been included about Jesus' conception by Mary who was a virgin. A clarifying statement was subsequently issued by the Dutch bishops, and a Roman commission of cardinals suggested various corrections for the Catechism, among which was a note reaffirming the virginal conception.
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But the matter has not rested there. Roman Catholic writers in Germany and elsewhere in Europe have continued to debate the issue. In Germany, in particular, they have referred to the virginal conception of Jesus in the Matthean and Lucan infancy narratives as a theologoumenon, 25 i.e., a theological assertion that does not directly express a matter of faith or an official teaching of the Church, and hence is in itself not normative, but that expresses in language that may prescind from factuality a notion which supports, enhances, or is related to a matter of faith. 26 The German writers who have been using this term to 30 Careful never to deny it and even to admit that "for some 1600 years of Christian existence (A.D. 200-1800) the virginal conception of Jesus in a biological sense was universally believed by Christians," 31 he surveyed the problem from many theological angles, both biblical and systematic, and from his discussion there emerge two areas in which further study is needed: the extent to which the virginal conception has actually been taught in the Church's tradition and the nature of the NT affirmations themselves.
This brief survey of the issues that have been raised in the modern Roman Catholic discussion has highlighted the main problems. I should now like to turn to the biblical data, which constitute the starting point of the discussion. 94 We find it first so used in the Matthean infancy narrative, and the Evangelist's intention is clear. However, the question that has arisen so often today is which came first, a biological fact that was seen as the fulfilment of an OT passage, or a reflection on an OT passage that served as an explanation of the character of the special child to be born 33 It is, of course, well known that the so-called Septuagint rendered the Hebrew hä-'almäh, "a young (marriageable) girl," by he parthenos, which is usually taken to mean "a virgin" or "the virgin. and of the gratuitous and divine origin of the messianic era now dawning. 35 It is thus that the modern debate about the use of Is 7:14 in the Matthean infancy narrative takes shape.
In treating the NT data, one notes at the outset that only two passages bear on the topic, the two annunciation scenes in the Matthean and Lucan Gospels: the annunciation to Joseph ( assertion that Jesus was sent forth by God as His Son, "born of woman, born under the law" (Gal 4:4). It is part of Paul's affirmation about the fulness of time and the beginning of a new phase of salvation history, in which the role of the unnamed woman is clearly motherhood, without the slightest hint of virginity. While it may be idle to insist that Paul did not actually say "born of a virgin," as did Ignatius of Antioch some decades later, 44 the issue for him was really something else: to affirm the redemption and the adoptive sonship of all Christians in v. 5. To do so, he asserts the abasement and the common humanity shared by Jesus and those redeemed, even though He was the Son sent by the Father. 45 Here Paul at least alludes to Jesus' divine pre-existence, as he mentions this mission. But once again there is no awareness of the virginal conception. 46 c) Indirectly related to these two texts is Phil 2:6-7, part of a prePauline hymn derived from some early Christian liturgy and used by Paul to assert again Jesus' pre-existence, His kenosis and abasement, and finally His exaltation to glory. 47 What is important here is to note fluence of the Spirit in Isaac's birth to explain how Sarah's sterility was overcome; but it is not an influence of the Spirit that substitutes for human intercourse. 51 Though the allegory has nothing to do with the virginal conception of Jesus, it does attest a biblical sense in which the Spirit intervened in the birth of a child without implying virginal conception. It is noteworthy, then, that Paul makes no similar affirmation about the generation of Jesus "according to the Spirit," either in Rom l:3-4 52 orinGal4:4. In these Pauline passages we note his silence about the virginal conception of Jesus. It raises the question whether he believed in it, cared about it, or just did not know about it. His silence obviously does not exclude it, and by itself or in isolation it would mean perhaps nothing at all. But when it is considered against a larger pattern, it makes its own significant contribution.
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In the earliest NT writing in which an attempt was made to record who Jesus was and what He did and said, we find the same silence about His origins.
55 In Mk 1:1 "the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ" is related to a starting point in salvation history and commences with the ministry of John the Baptist. The Marcan gospel slightly postdates the composition of the major Pauline letters; it is known to contain all sorts of details about Jesus that later Evangelists, who worked with it as a base, tended to excise or to censor in order to bring their Even if one were to insist that Mark purposely used the phrase "son of Mary," one would still have the problem of specifying the purpose. Did it refer to Mary as a widow? (Joseph is never mentioned in the Marcan Gospel.) Did it echo an ancient accusation of illegitimacy? Such questions may strain the imagination; but they are answered only by speculation.
The upshot of the investigation of the earliest Gospel is that it too has no clear affirmation of a Christian belief in the virginal conception of Jesus. 60 In this, its data agree with those of Paul.
John
If I introduce the Johannine data next, it is not because the Gospel of
John was composed before the Matthean or Lucan Gospels, but because the data are more easily handled next and the Gospel, despite its late final redaction, has apparently preserved material that is often as primitive as the Synoptics, but from a parallel Christian setting. 61 
And in this matter the Johannine tradition may well antedate the annunciations of the Matthean and Lucan infancy narratives.
Unlike the Marcan tradition, the Johannine Gospel identifies Jesus as "the son of Joseph" (1:45; cf. 6:42). It makes no attempt to suggest that this should be understood in a legal, putative, or foster sense. Aside from these passing references, the only passage that has been introduced into the discussion of Mary's virginal conception is a clause in the prologue, 1:13: "But to all who received Him, who believed in His name, He gave power to become children of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God" (RSV; the crucial Greek phrase is hoi ouk egennêthêsan). and also in older critical editions in general. 62 The Jerusalem Bible, however, has preferred to read the singular in 1:13, hos ouk egennéthê, which would mean "But to all who did accept Him He gave power to become children of God, to all who believe in the name of Him who was born not out of human stock or urge of the flesh or will of man, but of God Himself." 63 This singular reading would suggest that the Evangelist of the Johannine Gospel was aware of the virginal conception of Jesus. However, it is really based on wishful textual criticism, for it runs counter to "the overwhelming consensus of all Greek manuscripts" 64 finds support only in patristic citations and a few isolated Syriac translations (which have a conflate text). The scholarly world has come out strongly against the singular reading, judging it to "have arisen either from a desire to make the Fourth Gospel allude explicitly to the virgin birth or from the influence of the singular number of the immediately preceding autou."* 5 Despite the backing of the Jerusalem Bible, this sole support for the virginal conception in the fourth Gospel is alleged and without foundation; it cannot be seriously entertained.
The Johannine Gospel obviously does not deny the virginal conception of Jesus, but it does not affirm it either. This is striking in view of the Christological stance that it assumes, presenting Jesus as almost always speaking from glory, even in statements uttered during His earthly ministry. 66 The Johannine Christology has pushed the titles and the understanding of Jesus back from the primitive stage already mentioned, where they referred to His future parousiac coming (see Acts 3:20), not only to the ministry itself, but to a stage of pre-existence that even surpasses that of Paul. It is, as it were, a reflexive pre-existence that makes the Jesus of the ministry sound as if He were speaking always from "the glory that I had with you before the world was made" (Jn 17:5). It represents but a logical development of the Christological tendencies of other NT writings, and it prepares for the Nicene declaration about Jesus as "true God from true God" (DS 125). But even so, the Johannine Gospel can still refer to Him as "the son of Joseph" and can remain silent about His virginal conception. In this the Johannine writings join the Pauline and the Marcan testimony, and witness to widespread areas in the early Church that did not affirm that which is found in the annunciation scenes of Matthew and Luke. This silence from three distinct local church traditions again raises the modern question about the "constant teaching of the Church from the beginning"* astrology, Christological titles, and interpretation of the OT, which makes the reader realize that he is confronted with a literarily embellished account. The extent to which either narrative can be regarded as "midrashic" is debated and need not detain us now.
75 // the narratives could ever be accorded the label of historiography, that label would have to be qualified with some adjective like "imitative"-i.e., imitative historiography. 76 For both Matthew and Luke recount their infancy stories in imitation of other traditions, biblical and extrabiblical. In Matthew, the story of Jesus' infancy is modeled in part on the haggadic development of the birth of Moses in contemporary Palestinian Judaism; 77 in Luke, the infancy story about Jesus not only parallels that about John the Baptist (which was probably derived from an independent earlier tradition), but has unmistakable similarities with the story of the childhood of Samuel in the OT (1 S: 1-2). The interpretation of the Lucan annunciation is complicated by several things. First of all, it is clearly a parallel to the annunciation made to Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist (1:5-23) and the husband of Elizabeth who was barren, "and both were advanced in years." By contrast, Mary is said to be a "virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph" (1:27). Secondly, she was a young Galilean girl, who was still a virgin, and who was not only contemplating marriage but was already engaged. Mary's youth and virginal status stand in contrast to the old age and the barrenness of Elizabeth. Thirdly, the angel's greeting that startles Mary and the subsequent indication to her that she has been favored by God to become the mother of the Davidic Messiah refer to a future conception, but it is not immediately understood. Moreover, the question has to be asked whether it really rules out human inter- A second difficulty for this interpretation may seem to come from the angelic declaration that the "holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you" (1:34). The language used by the angel is highly figurative, but neither verb, eperchesthai ("come upon") or episkiazein ("overshadow"), has in itself any connotation of conception, let alone of sexual implication. They are otherwise unattested in a context that would suggest either of these nuances. 94 They are, at most, figurative expressions for the mysterious intervention of God's Spirit and power which will be responsible for the divine and messianic character of this child. The figurative use of these verbs here obviously does not exclude the idea of a miraculous conception; but they do not say it either, least of all in an exclusive sense implying no human intervention. In this regard, we must recall here that the birth of Isaac "according to the Spirit" (Gal 4:29), which we discussed earlier, 95 did not imply a virginal conception of him. It was simply Paul's way of accounting for the child so cared for in God's providence and for his role in salvation history. In the Lucan infancy narrative, then, the real question that has to be asked is whether the 98 97 Not only here, but also in connection with the earlier passages discussed above, a distinction has often been proposed between the fact of the virginal conception and its possible literary embellishment in a presentation stemming from a later period of Gospel formation-as if the latter could be admitted to have been freely introduced, whereas the former is really the firm datum. At the end of an excursus, "Jungfrauengeburt-ein Theologoumenon?" E. Nellessen (Das Kind und seine Mutter [Stuttgart, 1969] • Because of such problems in the Lucan annunciation scene in particular, and because of the isolated testimony to the virginal conception of Jesus in the Matthean and Lucan infancy narratives, Roman Catholic interpreters, both exegetes and theologians, have asked a further question about the virginal conception. Given the silence of the NT outside of the two annunciation scenes, is it possible that the real thrust of the infancy narratives is to affirm something other than the historical, biological virginity of Mary? Is the affirmation of these scenes to be found in something else? For instance, in the divine and gratuitous creativity of a new age of salvation history, which is inaugurated with the birth of this extraordinary child, who will in time be recognized as God's agent of salvation and as the fulfilment of OT promises, the heir to sit on David's throne, the Christian Messiah, the Son of God, the Savior and Lord proclaimed to all men? In other words, is the virginal conception of Jesus, which is clearly asserted in the Matthean infancy narrative, and possibly so in the Lucan annunciation scene, anything more than a theologoumenon? One has to recognize that the NT data are not unambiguous; they do not support the claim that this was a matter of faith "from the beginning." When one looks at the complicated assertion in the Lucan annunciation scene, there is a real reason to raise the question whether the Evangelist's assertion is anything more than a theological expression in language that may prescind from factuality about a notion which is related to a matter of faith, without being such itself. Roman Catholic exegetes and theologians who so phrase the question are concerned with three things. First, how explain the isolated assertion of the virginal conception in Matthew 1 over against the general thrust of the Matthean infancy narrative, which is more concerned to tell us who Jesus is and whence He comes, "Quis et unde?" 100 Similarly, the possible Lucan assertion of it is embedded in a twofold angelic announcement, the thrust of which is clearly more concerned with Jesus' messianic or Davidic role and His divine filiation than with Mary's virginal status. Secondly, they are concerned to reckon with the "open" character of the two isolated NT passages which deal with the question, when they are compared with the striking silence about it in the rest of the Synoptic Gospels and in the remainder of the NT itself. Even if one were to say that in this matter Matthew and Luke have inherited traditional material and did not fabricate it themselves out of whole cloth, one has still to ask whether they present it as Glaubensgut, 101 as an affirmation of faith, or merely as a theologoumenon. Because this hesitation arisesand not merely because of modern hesitations about the miraculous, but rather because of the difficulties which the texts themselves raise-the assertion, such as it is in the Matthean and Lucan annunciation scenes 
